The role of natural killer cells in the treatment of chronic myeloid leukemia.
The success of chemotherapy in patients with leukemia whose marrow appears to be replaced by leukemia cells must be due to the persistence of normal stem cells. In this normal population are the progenitors of the cells of the immune system. Natural killer (NK) cells originate in the bone marrow. On maturation and activation with interleukin 2 (IL-2) or other cytokines, NK cells develop cytotoxic activity against a variety of leukemic blasts, including those from patients with chronic myeloid leukemia (CML). In the past few years, bone marrow transplantation (BMT) and alpha-interferon (IFN-alpha) have proved to be the most promising therapies for the treatment of CML. In both these therapies, NK cells may play a prominent role. In this article, we discuss the antitumor/antileukemia activity of human NK cells, the presence of benign NK cell precursors in the different stages of CML, the role of NK cells in BMT and IFN-alpha treatment, and the potential therapeutic applications of NK cells in patients with hematologic malignancies.